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Venezuela: Aftermath Of Attempted Coup, February 25 March 10
by Erika Harding
Category/Department: General
Published: Wednesday, March 11, 1992
Feb. 24: According to a spokesperson for the Second Caracas Military Tribunal, charged with
investigating the Feb. 4 attempted coup, there is no evidence that coup leaders planned to
assassinate President Carlos Andres Perez. The spokesperson said 60 low-level officers would be
released during the week for insufficient evidence of participation in the events of Feb. 4. Feb. 25: A
24-hour strike, called by the National College of Journalists (CNP) and the National Press Workers
Union (SNTP), began at 6 a.m. The event marked the first nationwide news media strike in Latin
America in the past 20 years, and the first for Venezuela in 35 years. The majority of the country's
newspapers were shut down, while some of the remainder published abbreviated issues. Caracas
radio and television stations broadcast as usual with the exception of news programming. The strike
was opposed by the "Press Bloc," a group of owners and editors of Venezuelan communications
media. Bloc president Andres de Armas said, "We reiterate our complete opposition to the strike.
At this time, the country enjoys complete freedom of expression and we can little afford to call and
implement such a serious strike during these delicate times." The strike was also opposed by the
Radio and Television Chamber. President Perez appointed Alfredo Ducharne as interim federal
prosecutor (procurador general de la republica). The ministers of planning, energy and mines,
interior, presidency, information, and justice were replaced. [For report on the cabinet reshuffle, see
"Venezuela: Cabinet Reshuffles after Coup Attempt" in this issue of NotiSur (03/11/92).] Feb. 26:
Supreme Court justice Jose Ramon Duque Corredor resigned in protest of the court's preliminary
decision to drop corruption charges against former president Jaime Lusinchi. Duque had previously
submitted a petition for removal of Lusinchi's immunity from prosecution status. The petition
was rejected by other members of the high court. On Feb. 24, celebrated writer Arturo Uslar Pietri
submitted to the Court a petition signed by 5,000 Venezuelans. Citing, the Court's failure to act
in response to government corruption, the petition demanded that all justices resign. President
Perez announced that his government would soon implement "economic reforms informed by
a profound sense of social awareness." The reforms will include lower interest rates, a freeze on
electricity rates, increased funding for housing construction and public transportation systems,
expansion of the maternal and infant care program, and renewal of a scholarship program. CNP
president in Caracas Francisco Solorzano and former SNTP secretary general Mario Villegas were
fired from their jobs at the Caracas newspaper El Nacional. The two men had served as organizers
of the Feb. 25 strike. Police reported clashes with students at the University of the Andes (ULA)
in Merida. Classes were cancelled. Feb. 27: Eduardo Fernandez, COPEI (Christian Democrat)
party secretary general, said a referendum for a constituent assembly is necessary "to define a
new political context for Venezuela." The Radical Cause (Causa R) party supports demands for a
referendum. Citizens would vote on whether to continue the Perez administration, or move forward
elections scheduled for December 1993. Ramon Moreno, Second Caracas Military Tribunal judge,
released 109 low-level officers and nearly 1,000 soldiers who had been accused of participating in
the coup attempt. Defense Minister Gen. Fernando Ochoa Antich told the Senate defense committee
of discontent among young officers, mainly the result of frustration over living conditions and
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perceived mistreatment by commanders. On the third anniversary of the "Caracazo," students
students burned a truck outside the Universidad Central de Venezuela (UCV) campus in Caracas.
Notimex reported that "hundreds" of capital city residents participated in protests. Most protest
activities were concentrated in the El Silencio area surrounding the presidential palace (Miraflores).
Demonstrators banged pots, threw firecrackers, turned out lights and shouted slogans criticizing
Perez and expressing support for participants in the attempted coup. Local media sources reported
that at least 30 people were arrested for looting shops, and fighting with police. National Guard
soldiers were brought in to disperse student demonstrators. Demonstrations were also reported
in Merida, Maracaibo, and Barquisimeto. Feb. 29: In a speech broadcast on nationwide TV and
radio, Perez said he will stay in office until Feb. 2, 1994, or the end of his term. March 1: In a
communique, Defense Minister Ochoa Antich said an army lieutenant and four other people stole
about 40 weapons and a large quantity of ammunition from the Tiuna fort in Caracas. The stolen
weapons included automatic firearms and sub-machineguns. The Military Intelligence Department
(DIM) is investigating possible connections between the robbery and the Feb. 4 coup attempt. The
national executive committee of the ruling Democratic Action (AD) party requested that Perez
remain in office until the end of his term in 1994. Former president Rafael Caldera, the Movement
toward Socialism (MAS) and COPEI parties, and writer Arturo Uslar Pietri have called for Perez's
resignation. Ramon Velasquez, head of the presidential advisory commission created by Perez
following the coup attempt, announced that the group would begin meeting with representatives
of diverse "social, political and military sectors." In an interview published in the newspaper El
Globo, coup leader Lt.Col. Hugo Chavez Frias said the coup attempt "continued to sow the seeds of
freedom, which no one can stop and which the popular movement will soon implement." According
to local media reports, 72 of over 300 officers arrested in connection with the coup attempt remain in
custody. March 2: The Causa R party reiterated a call for an "immediate" referendum on changing
the date of elections, described as "the only democratic, legal and peaceful" solution to the current
crisis. The party does not support Perez's resignation, nor the establishment of a constituent
assembly. Radio Rumbos reported that military commanders had stepped up security measures
at several airports, including the Cumana airport, 350 km. east of Caracas, and the Jose Antonio
Anzoategui airport in Barcelona. Military spokespersons said the additional precautions will remain
in force throughout Carnival, which began Feb. 28. Security reinforcement was also noted at the
presidential palace, and the San Carlos military barracks where the five leaders of the Feb. 4 coup
attempt are detained. March 3: Defense Ministry spokesperson Rear Adm. Jose Rafael Huizi Clavier
told reporters that the armed forces were placed on general alert status and confined to barracks
on March 1. Huizi Clavier said the order would continue in force "until normalcy returns." The
general alert encompassed all air force, national guard, army, and navy installations. Next, Huizi
Clavier reported that early Tuesday morning two groups of armed men, about 12 in total, attacked
a navy outpost on the border of the Orinoco river in Bolivar department, 627 km. southeast of the
capital. He said no casualties occurred, and the situation had returned to normal. The assailants
strafed the main building at the post with machine-gun fire, and threw a molotov cocktail which set
a military truck on fire. Pedro Pablo Aguilar, spokesperson for the presidential advisory commission,
said the group would recommend to President Perez a public referendum to create a constituent
assembly. Aguilar added that the commission had not found a "national consensus" advocating
Perez's resignation. Under the existing constitution, dating from 1961, a public referendum must
be called by Congress and held within 90 days. Immediately following a vote by citizens in favor of
amending the constitution, elections for the assembly would take place. The assembly must then
complete amendments or a new constitution within one year. Attorney General Ramon Escovar said
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the president's resignation, referendum on moving the elections forward and calling a constituent
assembly "are complementary and not mutually exclusive." COPEI secretary general Eduardo
Fernandez issued a public statement opposing Perez's resignation "as long as there are disturbances
at military installations." He said he supported the move to rewrite the constitution. March 4: The
first session of the 1992-93 congressional year was focused on the possible dissolution of Congress
if elections for members of a constituent assembly take place. AD and COPEI party leaders agreed
to retain members of the congressional leadership in office at the close of the previous congress. In
protest, the MAS party refused to take over the Chamber of Deputies vice presidency, and asserted
an AD substitute in the post would not be acceptable. MAS secretary Freddy Munoz said, "Our
protest is not in demand of more leadership posts, but rather against AD and COPEI's intention to
continue operating in the same exclusive and sectarian manner as always, when the entire country is
demanding change." Another MAS spokesperson said the only solution to the political crisis would
be the resignation of President Perez and all members of the Supreme Court. Several AD deputies,
led by former planning minister Luis Matos Azocar, announced they would not continue to support
the party. They also expressed opposition to the designation of Ixora Rojas as AD candidate for
Chamber of Deputies vice president. Matos Azocar said the dissident AD members would propose
a vote of censure against Perez's economic cabinet "which insists on maintaining government
policies in accordance with an International Monetary Fund (IMF) agreement." Specifically,
Matoz Azocar questioned the administration's decision to maintain gradual gasoline price hikes.
Defense Ministry spokesperson Jose Huizi Clavier said that all military installations had "renewed
normal activities," while remaining under conditions of "maximum security." Huizi Clavier denied
rumors that Defense Minister Ochoa Antich plans to resign. Next, the spokesperson said rumors of
military officer support for the resignation of President Perez are unfounded. Protesters marched
through downtown Caracas to the Attorney General's office demanding the resignation of the
president, and release from custody of the soldiers involved in the Feb. 4 coup attempt. Upon
arrival at the office, the demonstrators insisted on suspension of the proscription against public
statements by the prisoners. The prohibition was ordered by the government following publication
of recent interviews with the incarcerated soldiers in El Globo and El Nacional. The university
student federation (Federacion de Centros Universitarios-FCU) issued an ultimatum for the
government to restore constitutional rights to protest and free assembly no later than March 10.
FCU president Luis Figueroa said the nation's university students are organizing a giant protest for
March 19 to demand the release of rebel troops, and an end to the Perez administration's economic
austerity policies. March 5: The Caracas Second Military Tribunal issued 37 new charges against
military personnel in connection with the coup attempt. The 134 soldiers charged thus far include
six lieutenant colonels, 10 majors, 34 captains, 25 second lieutenants, and 22 enlisted men. In a
nationally-broadcast speech, President Perez announced major government administration and
economic reforms, and his intention to remain in office until the end of his five-year term. Perez
said the government will create a prime minister post, and a plebiscite for citizens to vote on a
constituent assembly is to take place before May. Perez said cabinet positions will be reduced from
27 to nine. Next, he promised reforms of the penal and judicial systems, and in police force training
and organization. He added that new mechanisms are to be introduced to fight corruption, and five
new Supreme Court justices would be appointed by the end of the month. (See LADB's Chronicle
of Latin American Economic Affairs 03/10/92 for coverage of changes in government economic
policies.) Justice Minister Arminda Quintana, appointed Feb. 26, resigned, saying that Perez refused
to listen to her suggestions for justice system reforms, and excluded her from meetings focused on
such reforms. Interior Minister Carmelo Lauria, appointed Feb. 26, resigned, saying that he had
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been used as a "pinch hitter." March 6: Chief Supreme Court Justice Pedro Alid Zoppi resigned.
At present, the 15 Supreme Court judges are elected for nine-year terms, a rule which may be
altered under Perez's proposed justice system reform. The terms of five of the judges end soon,
and Perez proposed to replace them with "non- political" judges. The current court is divided
between representatives of the AD and COPEI parties. Lawyers representing the military officers
charged with participating and collaborating in the Feb. 4 coup attempt told reporters they fear
government security forces are planning a false jail-break in order to massacre the rebel troops.
March 8: Another two Supreme Court judges resigned. March 9: According to the government's
news service Venpres, the army commenced reinstatement of approximately 200 officers who
were conditionally released following arrest in connection with the Feb. 4 attempted coup. The
reinstatement program includes psychological treatment and discussion sessions for the officers
and soldiers accused of participating in the revolt. Thus far, the Second Caracas Military Court
has conditionally released 183 officers and 629 of the 967 soldiers detained after the revolt. AD
party spokesperson Luis Emilio Rondon read a party statement supporting constitutional reforms
but opposing the creation of a national constituent assembly, as called for by President Perez.
The statement indicated that revisions to the existing legal framework are necessary, not a new
constitution. Next, the AD expressed support for the creation of a prime minister post, as well as
the decision to submit major government policy initiatives to popular referendum. A spokesperson
for the Second Caracas Military Court said the investigation into the attempted coup had provided
no evidence of civilian participation in planning the attempted coup. On March 6, the newspaper
Ultimas Noticias had published a "top secret" memorandum to the president from the secret police
(DISIP) linking five civilian political organizations to the revolt. The authenticity of the document
was immediately denied by several military sources. Caracas was inundated by pamphlets calling
for a massive protest on March 10. Some of the pamphlets, issued by the "Bolivarian Democratic
Front," said a constituent assembly would permit the ratification of Venezuela's sovereignty over the
Gulf of Venezuela as well as repatriation of funds deposited abroad by corrupt government officials.
The repatriated money, said the "Front," would be channeled to foreign debt repayment, and
annulment of the IMF agreement, among other things. Eduardo Fernandez, COPEI secretary general
and Christian Democratic Union (UDC) president, told reporters that the COPEI national committee
had appointed a commission to meet with Perez to form a new cabinet. The MAS party leadership
continued to reject offers to participate in Perez's "national unity" government. A statement issued
by the five lieutenant colonels who led the attempted coup calling themselves the Bolivarian
Revolutionary Movement-200 expressed support for a "broad- based" constituent assembly, as well
as their wish to participate. The statement also expressed support for a mass public protest against
the administration scheduled for March 10. March 10: Beginning late March 9 and continuing into
the next day, several thousand people participated in street demonstrations at diverse locations in
Caracas to protest the Perez administration's economic policies and the maintenance of restrictions
on constitutional rights and freedoms. Over 300 relatives and friends of the soldiers involved in
the coup attempt assembled near the presidential palace, and called for the rebel soldiers' release
from custody. Protesters banged pots, blew car horns, threw bottles and stones, set fires, and burned
buses. Police used water cannon and tear gas to disperse the demonstrators, and cordoned off the
UCV campus. At least 25 people were injured and 14 arrested. Similar protests were reported in
Maracay and Valencia. Perez announced another cabinet reshuffle, including replacements for the
foreign relations, interior, justice, state reform, family, development, and the cabinet-level head of
the Venezuelan Investment Fund. [See "Venezuela: Cabinet Reshuffles after Coup Attempt" in this
issue of NotiSur (03/11/92).] In a statement broadcast by Radio Rumbos, newly- appointed Interior
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Minister Luis Pinerua Ordaz called for calm. He said the government will not permit incitement
to violence. The minister asserted that while the government respects citizens' rights to peaceful
protest, subversion of public order will not be permitted. Security forces, he added, are under orders
to avoid the use of weapons to control protesters, except in cases of the "most extreme emergency."
In Santo Domingo (Dominican Republic), Miguel Henrique Otero, editor of Caracas newspaper El
Nacional, and Rafael Poleo, director of El Nuevo Pais, condemned "the continued open violation of
press freedoms" in Venezuela. [Sources: Prensa Latina (Cuba), 02/26/92; Xinhua, 02/25/92, 02/28/92,
03/02/92, 03/03/92; Inter Press Service, 03/03/92; Notimex, 02/27/92, 02/28/92, 03/01/92, 03/04/92,
03/06/92, 03/09/92; Venpres, 03/09/92; Associated Press, 03/01/92, 03/06/92, 03/10/92; Spanish news
service EFE, 02/24-27/92, 03/01-10/92; Agence France-Presse, 02/25-27/92, 03/01-06/92, 03/08-10/92;
Deutsche Press Agentur, 03/10/92, 03/11/92]

-- End --
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